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Abstract
This study focused on youths’ perspectives of problems in their neighborhoods. This is important
because we are often looking for solutions from adults, when not all adults have the answers.
This study involved a total of 9 youth from the Mayor’s Youth Implementation Team in
Louisville, KY. This team works alongside the mayor to try and prevent youth violence in their
community. These youth participated in a Photovoice research project which is a method of
allowing the youth to tell a story through their photographs. The youth focused on social justice
needs and took photos of what they thought were problems in their community. We interviewed
the youth in a series of dialogue sessions to get more of an understanding of their photographs.
After analyzing the data by coding the transcripts of the interviews, I identified four themes of
problems that the youth see in their neighborhood. Those themes were: a lack of pride in the
community, trash and litter, drugs and alcohol, and an unkempt environment. Additionally, the
youth pointed to two underlying conditions they believed were the source of these problems.
These underlying conditions were lack of resources and money from the government and the
community not having enough pride to come together to fix up their own community. This
matters because it not only allows the youth to gain knowledge and experience of working on a
research project but they also get a better understanding of what problems need to be fixed in
their community. Now these youth from the Mayor’s Youth Implementation Team can talk to the
Mayor about what can be done to fix the problems in their community.
Keywords: community, photovoice, social justice, youth

Lay Summary
The reason for doing this project is to get a better understanding of what youth see as problems
in their neighborhoods. We had a total of 9 youth from the Mayor's Youth Implementation Team
join us on our project. The youth used a procedure called Photovoice that allowed them to take
cameras and go into their neighborhoods and take pictures of what they think are problems. After
the youth took their pictures, we sat down with each youth and talked with them in an interview
setting called a dialogue session. We asked them questions on why they took their pictures and
what they could do to fix the problem that they see. After looking at all of the pictures and
listening to the interviews, I identified 4 main topics that youth saw as problems in their
neighborhoods. Those main problems were: no pride in their community, trash and litter filled
the streets, alcohol and drugs, and an unkempt environment. The youth came up with two
reasons that their community looked the way it did, they blamed lack of resources and money
from the government and the community not having enough pride to come together to fix up
their own community. This matters because the youth are able to help solve problems in their
neighborhood. They learned how to work with a team of adults and work on a research project
and in the end, make a plan with policy makers about how to fix those problems.

Introduction
What we know from past studies is that many youth feel like their community can be
improved. Many youth feel as if there are many people who live in their community who are
unaware of the problems in their neighborhood, but many outsiders also have no idea of what is
going on either. These studies have usually been conducted in low-income areas (Chonody et al.,
2013). The themes that the youth in these prior studies saw as problems in their area were the
lack of resources, the lack of access to healthy foods, the lack of upkeep in their community and
of community members themselves (Strack et al., 2004). Everyday these youth saw litter and
graffiti (Chonody et al., 2013), obesity (Findholt et al., 2011), rundown buildings and schools
(Strack et al., 2004), gangs and people participating in the use of drugs and alcohol (Brazg et al.,
2011). Many of these youth want to see change, they want more resources to clean up their
community, healthier foods, and community members to get more involved. Change is needed;
policy makers and the community need to hear these youth because they are our future.
The existing research demonstrates how youth perceived problems in their own
neighborhoods, but it does not reveal the local context of Louisville. Our project will examine
the perspectives of youth in Louisville, Kentucky. The youth who participated in this study live
in or close to the West End of Louisville. Louisville’s West End has received much local
attention in recent years because of issues of poverty and crime, but also because of the city’s
efforts toward revitalizing the area. However, the voices of youth have mostly been left of these
processes, even though they live in and move through their communities in the same ways as
many adults.
The purpose of our study is to use photography to understand youths' perceptions of
problems in their neighborhood. Do the youth see problems that need to be fixed or do they

believe everything is fine in their neighborhood? Not only do we want the youth to tell us how
they feel about their neighborhood, but we also want them participating in their community. We
want the youth to gain knowledge on how a research team performs, how to talk to policy
makers and how things can change if you have the right information. These youth were able to
participate in a photovoice project that focused on understanding what it is like in their
neighborhoods. We wanted to see the physical characteristics of these youth’s neighborhoods
and what they perceive as problems in their neighborhoods. The youth gained a whole new
experience of being able to learn how to use a camera, to take photos and get to know their
neighborhood a little better. This was a great learning experience for them that will benefit them
in the future when they try to make a difference with policy makers.
Theoretical Framework
Social Justice Youth Development (SJYD) was the theoretical framework that was used
by our University of Louisville team and our partnering youth in this study. According to the
National Association of Social Workers “Social justice is the view that everyone deserves equal
economic, political and social rights and opportunities. Social workers aim to open the doors of
access and opportunity for everyone, particularly those in greatest need.” This means that social
justice allows everyone to have the same opportunities no matter their race, gender, age, social
status or their religious affiliation. Along these same lines, Ginwright and James (2002), state,
“SJYD examines how urban youth contest, challenge, respond to, and negotiate the use and
misuse of power in their lives. SJYD is strengthened by youth and adult allies working together
with a common vision of social justice” p.35. Ginwright and James (2002) observed that when
youth in the community are fed up with how their lives and others are being treated unfairly, they
can come together to fix the social injustices. Youth development not only builds skills and

knowledge for the young people in communities, but it also gives them a better understanding of
their community and they also learn what they can do to help.
The way SJYD works is that the youth in a community come together with adults in the
community to bring about social change. They focus on many different topics ranging from
poverty in their community, racism, gender inequality, unemployment, hunger, bullying, drug
abuse, child abuse, discrimination based on age, ethnicity, orientation, and religious
discrimination. In 2000 there was a study that was conducted in Oakland, California that
involved fifteen African American youth who were a part of the Leadership Excellence (LE)
organization. These youths were committed to transform their schools and communities’
conditions by increasing safety in schools, making recreational activities more available to
everyone and bringing together the police force and the black community. According to
Ginwright (2007), “Through group discussions and political education activities, youth
developed a political understanding about juvenile justice, racism, and poverty and how these
social issues shape their lives and communities. Through these sessions, LE youth learned how
to discuss the causes of problems in their communities, and they strategized about how issues
could be addressed” (p. 412). This study connects to social justice because these youth chose
which injustices they thought needed to be fixed in their community. They focused on not
enough police communication, lack of safety in schools and not enough access to recreational
activities. By coming together, these fifteen youth were able to bring awareness to their
community, they were able to focus on and were able to fix up their community. Another way
this study connects this with SJYD is because it allows the youth to go out in their community
and work with adults and policymakers to make a difference in their community. They started
with a small study of fifteen youth, then they went larger by reaching policymakers and police

officers and other adults in the community. They were able to create change; the youth now feel
as if they have a voice in their community, they feel as if they can now help to make a difference
in their community. This is so important, because it allows them to grow and learn and it will
turn them into leaders who want to create change in their community.
SJYD is a useful framework because it addresses how youth in communities come
together to identify what is going wrong and ways they can improve things and inform others of
current social injustices. Being aware of what is going on in the youths communities allows
youth to take control of the situation sooner than later. They become directly engaged in what is
going on, they build skills and help their community due to these social injustices (Ginwright &
Cammarota, 2002). Between 2002 and 2003, an organization called TRUE was a group of youth
that created programs to promote a healthy lifestyle. The topic for the 2002-2003 year that they
chose was “Consequences of War for the Local Environment” (Kirshner 2008). By choosing this
topic, they are pointing out a social injustice in their community and with these community
meetings that they plan to hold in the community, the youth plan to try and fix these injustices.
Unlike the LE organization above, this study did not limit the number of how many youth could
join. At different meetings, the number of youth changed each time. Though like the LE
organization and how this relates to SJYD, the youth were able to work side by side with adults,
to watch and grow with this experience. This study highlighted young people’s perceptions, not
only of their community but also with the world around them. It brought the youth together to
brainstorm ideas on how to make the community more environmentally friendly and more health
conscious. This study brought social change in the youths’ lives and in their community by
allowing them to see what needs to be done and what they can next go out and fix in their
community on their own.

Using Photovoice to Understand Youth Perceptions
Photovoice is a technique where youth have a chance to change their neighborhoods with the use
of a camera and a photograph (Wang & Burris, 1997). Photovoice is an extraordinary way to get
the youth out and participating in their community. Youth are able to actively engage in their
community by taking photographs of what they believe needs to be changed in their
neighborhood. This is a better way to visually identify what they see as the problem instead of
having them fill out a survey or just going off of their dialogue sessions. Next, I will go over five
past photovoice studies that show youth involvement and how they work with policy makers to
create change in their community.
The Teen Photovoice Project: A Pilot Study to Promote Health Through Advocacy. In
Los Angeles, California, thirteen youth from the Youth Advisory Board of the UCLA/RAND
Center for Adolescent Health Promotion were asked to participate in a photovoice study. This
study asked the youth to go out into their community and to take photographs of “healthy
activities and unhealthy activities”. The most common types of photos that they received were of
“unhealthy foods” next was “healthy foods”. This study led youth to create posters that were
spread out throughout their schools and community to help bring awareness to obesity, changing
our diet and stress (Necheles et al., 2007).
Violence Through the Eyes Of Youth: A Photovoice Exploration. In Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania ten youth from different low-income neighborhoods, participated in the
Philadelphia photovoice study. These youth were asked to go out in groups (since many of their
neighborhoods were in high crime areas) to take photos of what they believe are the root causes
of violence and the representation of violence. Some of the themes they saw for the root causes
of violence are poverty, money, gangs and drugs. The representations of violence that the youth

saw were litter, graffiti and the lack of upkeep of their neighborhood. Though these youth did not
go on to present their findings to policymakers, they did develop a new understanding for what
their community looks like and what they can do in the future to create change (Chonody et al.,
2013).
Engaging Youth through Photovoice. In Baltimore, Maryland, fourteen youth from an
after-school teen center participated in the Baltimore youth photovoice project. These youth were
asked to take photographs of their community that they believed policymakers should put more
money into. Some of the photographs that they saw were of abandoned buildings or rundown
schools. To show the community what they came up with, four exhibits were put on display to
try to reach a broad audience, including the youths family, friends and policy makers and the last
exhibit was open to the general public. These youth were able to reach out to policymakers and
the community and were able to gain knowledge from this learning experience. However, no
new policies or funds were put towards the things that the youth pointed out in this project
(Strack et al., 2004).
Photovoice Engages Rural Youth in Childhood Obesity Prevention. In Union County,
Oregon, six high school students, were asked to participate to work with Fit Kids on a
photovoice project. Fit Kids is a community research group that’s main focus is studying
childhood obesity. The youth were asked to take photographs of environmental influences on
children's physical activity and diet. Some of the themes that they saw were not a lot of choices
of healthy foods and rundown exercise equipment. To reach the community a final photovoice
session was held. Family members, friends, health care professionals, reporters and even
government employees attended the photovoice sessions to listen to the youths findings. Though
new policies were not made to help beat obesity, the reporter wrote an article in the newspaper

about this presentation, reaching out to more of the community so they can learn about the
dangers and effects of obesity (Findholt et al., 2011).
Our Community in Focus: The Use of Photovoice for Youth-Driven Substance Abuse
Assessment and Health Promotion. In Washington, nine high school youth were asked to join a
photovoice project by the Youth and Family Services Youth Development Program. The youth
were asked to take photographs of what they believed influenced youth to use alcohol and drugs
and what influenced them not to use alcohol and drugs. The themes that the program saw for
influences to use alcohol and drugs were: accessibility, stress related use, that drinking is cool
and that parents have a normal attitude towards drinking. For influences not to use alcohol and
drugs the program saw that the youth took pictures of things that were religious or things that
would hold consequences like the police. After this study, the youth held an exhibit where school
officials, police officers and policy makers were invited to come and see the evidence that they
found. The program also came up with a one-year action plan to help provide more educational
prevention programs for teens and parents. This study did not create new policies, but it did help
spread more awareness to the community and allowed the program to come up with an action
plan for the future (Brazg et al., 2011).
Current Study
As you can see from each of these five past studies, the outcome of each study ended
differently. One study ended with just a lesson for the youth to learn, two studies ended with
exhibits to inform the public and policy makers of what is going on in their community, one of
the studies ended with an exhibit but also created an action plan for further steps in the future,
and one study created posters to put out in the community and in their schools to help spread
awareness to them. The current study will be different from these studies because we will be

hosting an exhibit for the community and policy makers while also sitting down with the Mayor
to make an action plan to create future change in Louisville neighborhoods. This study was
guided by the following two research questions:
(1) What do youth perceive as problems in their “hood” (i.e., neighborhood)?
(2) What do youth believe are the underlying conditions to the problems in their “hood”?
Method
Study Design
In this project we used the methodology of photovoice. Photovoice is the process of
allowing the youth to tell their story through a picture. The youth are able to physically show
what kind of message they were trying to convey. The reason many people use photovoice in
their studies is to record and reflect their community’s strengths and concerns. It is also used to
promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and small group
discussions of photographs. Their biggest reason to use photovoice though is to reach public
policymakers to try and make a change in their community. For our study, Dr. Aishia Brown
taught the youth the method of Photovoice.
Participants
For our study we worked side by side with the Mayor’s Youth Implementation team. The
age in this group ranged from 16-24 and they are dedicated to preventing youth violence in their
communities. This team works alongside the mayor to try and prevent youth violence in their
community. The youth also improve business and social skills such as leadership development
skills, insight into local government and resume building experiences. Dr. Aishia Brown
contacted Nubia Bennett, who oversees the Mayor’s Youth Implementation Team and asked her
to see which young people would be interested in joining our study this year. Nubia relayed this

message to her team and those who expressed interest were given a consent form, explaining the
purpose of this study. The youth were asked to sign the consent paper if they were over 18 and if
they were under 18, a parent or guardian needed to sign to be able to participate in this study. Six
out of twenty provided photographs and a total of nine participated in the dialogue sessions or
the focus groups
Funding
Funding for our study came from the Cooperative Consortium for Transdisciplinary
Social Justice Research at the University of Louisville. The money that was granted to us was
approximately $9,500. This money was used to pay undergraduate students who participated in
this study, to purchase equipment for the study (cameras, for example), and to create the gallery
that will be hosted in March 2020.
Procedure
Our first step was to train the participants how to use the cameras. Two sessions were
needed for everyone to be able to attend the photography training session. The first session was
held on Friday, October 4th at 5:30pm at the University of Louisville. Four youth attended and
participated in this training. The second session was held on the following day, Saturday,
October 5th at 1:00pm at the Louisville Metro Hall, where the Youth Implementation Team holds
their meetings. This session included four different who received the photography training. Both
training sessions were identical and included PowerPoint instruction on how to use the
equipment (e.g., camera) provided. The cameras they received were the Canon EOS Rebel T6
Digital Camera. The youth also received a carrying case for the camera, a battery, a backup
battery, SD card, a small stand for the camera to stand on and a couple of other important things
needed for the camera. In the training session, these youth learned simple features such as how to

turn on their camera, and how to insert things like their battery and SD card. They also learned
more challenging things like how to use the flash, zooming in and out, how to change the
aperture and even freezing someone jumping in midair. After the youth were comfortable
holding and understanding their cameras, they were allowed to walk around campus (Session 1)
or inside Metro Hall (Session 2) to practice taking pictures with their cameras.
After the youth were trained on how to use their cameras, they were next assigned to go
home and watch a 33-minute photovoice training video in their spare time. Dr. Aishia Brown
was also the one who conducted the Photovoice training for the youth in their video. She stated
that they should not start taking photographs for the project until they have watched the video in
its entirety. Dr. Brown first described the overall goal for the project, which she states is to
“Learn about similarities and differences about neighborhoods in Louisville and reflect on areas
of interest (e.g., criminal justice system, violence, health) and positive and negative aspects to
inform and provide recommendations to Metro Council.” She then states that the theme of the
projects is for them to take pictures of “their hood.” After Dr. Brown went over the overview of
the project, she then started the photovoice training by explaining four ethical considerations for
the youth to think about while they are taking their photographs. The first ethical consideration is
getting consent from anyone who is in their photographs that are recognizable, a minor or if they
are taking a photo of someone’s personal belongings or personal property. Consent is not needed
if there is someone in the photo that is not recognizable, for example, a huge crowd where
everyone is mixed together. Another way consent is not required is if the youth are taking a
photograph of the environment or a public space. When the youth were asking a participant for
their consent, that participant was handed a two page consent form, the first page, asked them to
sign their name, allowing the youth to have their consent to take their picture and the second

page asked them to put down their email address because the youth sent them a copy of the
picture that they took of the participant; that way they will be able to see what kind of picture
was taken of them. The second part of ethical considerations means for the youth to not put
themselves in dangerous situations. For example, walking down a street alley at night, standing
on a bridge to get a “good shot” anywhere where they would be trespassing. Thirdly, not only
did the youth need to look out for themselves but they also needed to look out for their
community. They were told not to take photographs of anything that could ruin the reputation of
someone in their community. The youth were told to think about if the photograph that took may
lead to someone’s unemployment, someone’s social status being lowered or putting someone’s
life in danger. The last ethical consideration that Dr. Brown talked about was for the youth to not
take pictures in “False Light,” meaning to try and avoid taking pictures out of context. To take
pictures truthfully and accurately, for example, do not stage anything for a photograph. The rest
of her training covered examples of other photovoice projects that were done in the past by other
youth. The photovoice training by Dr. Aishia Brown was an informative training tool to show the
youth how to properly and ethically take photographs for this research study. At the end of both
sessions, all the youth signed out their cameras by signing their names and the number of their
camera on a sheet of paper so we knew who had which camera. Then the youth went out to take
pictures of their communities so that our team can then try and make connections to find themes
throughout their photographs. “Photography helps us both to look at the world more carefully
and thereby see it differently, and to express our individual perspectives” (Van House, Davis,
Takhteyev, Ames, & Finn, 2004, p.8). The context in this quote means that these youth are
individuals who have free range on what they get to capture with their cameras. We will get to
see what the world looks like to these youth through their lens.

Over the span of two months, the team and I met one-on-one with five different youth to
have dialogue sessions about their top five photographs that they selected. We met these youth
during times that best fit their schedule since they are currently busy with school, clubs and
sports. These dialogue sessions lasted around an hour or more and were located at various
locations, depending on what was convenient for the youth. During these interviews, we
discussed the overarching themes and problems in their “hoods.” While sitting down with the
youth acquired an understanding of what the picture was and why they took it, and also a deeper
understanding of how youth feel about their community. Our team used the SHOWED method
which allowed us to ask the youth five questions that helped them dive deeper into each of their
photograph’s explanations and descriptions. Those five questions include: What do you See
here? What is really Happening here? How does this relate to Our lives? Why does this
condition Exist? and What can we Do about it? By using this method, the youth were able to title
their picture and to clearly write their narrative for their photograph.
Data Analysis
We collected our data by using qualitative research. By using qualitative research, we are
able to interview these youth one-on-one and get their personal ideas. If we would have used a
quantitative study then we would be looking at the statistical side of things, possibly by looking
at how many fast food restaurants they have in the West End or how many abandoned buildings
they have in the West End compared to the East End. The East End is known for their high-end
stores, beautiful parks, rich economics and their fancy restaurants. The quantitative method does
not reveal the youth’s perceptions of their community, while the qualitative method does give us
this information. Therefore, the quantitative method is not appropriate for this type of study, but
the qualitative method is.

I used the process of coding to find themes across the youth’s dialogue sessions. To
identify themes in our study I looked at the youths photographs, listened to all five recorded
audio dialogue sessions and reviewed their transcribed dialogue sessions. While going through
all of the youth’s pictures, I found things that they had in common such as pictures taken of trash
on the ground or graffiti on the sides of buildings. After looking at all of the pictures, I listened
to the dialogue sessions to hear if the youth talked about any of the things I picked out that they
had in common. While listening to the dialogue session and reading the transcripts I used a
method called coding. Coding is “finding and labeling the concepts, themes, events, and
examples in your transcripts that speak to your research question” (Rubin & Rubin, 2016, p.
190). By reading each line of the transcripts I looked for reoccurring themes, concepts, ideas,
examples, events and topical markers. Not only did I have to look for things that were similar,
but I also needed to play the devil's advocate and look for themes that were going to argue
against my main topic. Once I started finding themes, I was able to create four categories. When
I identified my main themes, I went back through the transcripts and pictures to find pieces of
data that represented each code and then grouped them together.
Results
There were two main thesis questions that we were looking for through this whole study:
(1) What do youth perceive as problems in their “hood”?, and (2) What do youth believe are the
underlying conditions to the problems in their “hood”? After interviewing the youth, re-listening
to their dialogue sessions and looking over all of the photos I came up with four overall themes
for the first question. Those themes were: no community pride, trash and litter, drugs and alcohol
and an unkempt environment. For the second question, I identified two reoccurring themes in the

dialogue sessions. The youth saw the underlying conditions were due to the lack of resources
from the government and the community not coming together to preserve their neighborhood.
Research Question #1: Problems in the Hood
Lack of Community Pride
Youth believe that since there is no pride in their community, this creates problems of
litter, drugs and an unkempt environment. As you can see in Figure 1, there is graffiti on the side
of a building with a broken mattress that someone just left there. There seems to be no pride in
the community because no one is cleaning it up. Youth noticed that their community was not as
close as it used to be. The youth discussed how close neighbors were and how as children they
would go outside on pretty days to play with their friends. They state that now, nobody cares,
nobody goes outside to play because it may be dangerous or that they have just become lazy.

Figure 1: Photo taken by Kyla.

Amelia states, “So, there’s just a lack of connection and community and just being with each
other, and for each other in times of need, or just in times you want a friend.” This lack of
concern not only affects the communication between neighbors, but it also affects how their
community is falling apart. These youth see their grounds being covered in trash and graffiti,
violence between gangs, their peers and adults around them using drugs and alcohol and their
environment slowly becoming more rundown. One of the youth, Haley, stated “I think we need
to be educated, and I think we need to take pride in our community, take pride in our children
and our students in a way that we don't really do nowadays. Like everyone, no one really takes
pride in my community.” Haley is explaining how many of the community members are unaware
or could even care less of what is becoming of their neighborhoods. She believes that if more
people were educated on the matter and take pride in their community, things would start to
change for the good of the community.
Trash and Litter
Due to the lack of community, this has led to trash and litter filling the streets of the
community. Below in Figure 2, Haley took a picture while she was walking down her street. As
you can see there is trash that line the side of the street and there is a broken-down car that has
been just left by the curb. Haley talks about how her community could care less if there is trash
on the street, they just wait and hope someone else will come and pick it up for them. Many of
the youth took photographs of trash and litter that filled their neighborhood. Trash was left in
playgrounds, on the sidewalks, in front of homes and around buildings. These youth feel that
their community should not look like this and believe that if more people cared about their
community then trash would be thrown away in trash cans and not just on the ground. Haley
stated that “Like everyone, no one really takes pride in my community. That’s how I feel when I

look around and I see trash like beer and McDonalds bags, and sewage everywhere. It’s
disgusting.” In Haley’s dialogue session she talked about how she will take walks when it is nice
out and all she can notice is the trash around her. Haley believes that if the community came
together and did a community wide clean up then things could start looking nice and less dirty
with all the trash and graffiti that there is now.

Figure 2: Photo taken by Haley.

Nia, who is another youth who participated in our study, stated that “I remember one day
we went to pick them up, and we looked on the grass and there were needles everywhere. Bloody
needles on the ground. And that really just made me understand that people don’t really care.”
This quote not only ties in with litter on the ground, but it also connects with the drugs that the
youth are exposed to. Nia talks about how she was picking her brother up from the playground
and she saw used bloody needles on the ground. Kids are not able to play in parks or on

playgrounds if there are exposed needles, that is not only unsanitary but dangerous. Nia goes on
to talk about how children should not be exposed to drugs at such a young age but with her
neighborhood, children are exposed to it every day. If the community came together to clean up,
not only themselves but also their community there would be less trash and litter on the ground,
graffiti on the walls and drugs laying out in the open.
Drugs and Alcohol
Youth believe that because there is a lack of community, this has allowed drugs and
alcohol to proliferate. In Figure 3, Jordan, one of the youth took a picture of a cross that someone
put up for a local gang member that lived in his community. Jordan talks about how

Figure 3: Photo taken by Jordan.

this gang member dealt drugs in his community and how he lost his life to it in a drive-by. Jordan
also in the end explained that he only kind of admired this local gang member because he later

found out that the money this guy made was due to drug sales, and he gave some of the money to
local daycares. While possibly well intended, youth should not be exposed to violence and drugs
in their community.
There were not pictures taken by the youth that contained any drugs and there were two
different photographs by two different youth who were taking pictures of litter and you could see
fireball shots in them. Most of what I interpreted from these youth were from the dialogue
sessions. These youth talked about how much of their community used drugs or drank alcohol,
that they had no pride in their community to clean themselves up or their community. Darrius,
one of the youth stated that “Just leaving work at YVPRC I go to the bus stop and see over three
people just like, on drugs sitting somewhere, messed up completely. And it's like, dang, this is
our people.” Darrius is explaining how just on his way to work he would see people either doing
drugs or were on drugs. In his dialogue session this is a common thing for him to see, he feels as
if his community lacks the resources to help the community members get clean. Jordan also hits
on that because of the lack of resources for people, like recreational centers, nicer parks and
rehabilitation centers, community members use drugs as a way to “escape.” He stated “I don’t
even know how to escape. If it's not drugs, you might just be fighting, some even kill. And that’s
not the way.” Jordan believes that it is important for people to be able to “escape” and have a
hobby of some sort, if not they may turn to drugs or even violence to get their anger out. If they
cannot get off drugs, then the drugs could lead to violence with other gangs or even death. Like
the result of Jordan’s local gang member, it is possible that if he had a way to get out of that
lifestyle, with the help of better resources, then his life may not have ended the way that it did. If
community members could clean themselves up and become healthy again with the help of more
resources, then the neighborhood could also get cleaned up.

Unkempt Environment
Lastly, youth believe that since there is a lack of community, this has led to places in the
community becoming rundown or unkempt. In Figure 4, Darrius took a photograph of an

Figure 4: Photo taken by Darrius.

abandoned building. Throughout this project, many of the youth took pictures of abandoned
buildings, rundown parks, yards with mud covering it, broken structures like sheds or ramps, and
fallen trees in yards. Throughout Darrius’ dialogue session he talks about how the West End is
full of abandoned houses. Darrius states “Um, but if you look, all in the West End is filled with a
majority of houses that [are] abandoned and neglected. And, I mean, it's horrible. Cause, some
people grew up in these neighborhoods with these houses, and for them not to be taken care of,
and not to be refurbished or anything, it just sits there.” Darrius expresses in his dialogue session
that he is very disappointed in his community and the lack of resources that are available to his

neighborhood. All of the youth express that they wish the upkeep of their neighborhood was
better. They want nicer buildings, better stores, prettier parks. They want to be proud of their
community and it is hard to when it is all rundown and when no one else cares. Haley compares
her neighborhood to other areas of Louisville. She states “You see houses boarded up, and no
ones been in them for years. And I don’t really see those houses out in like, richer areas, and
richer neighborhoods. I just don’t understand why we just neglect them and let them fall into
ruin.” Haley sees other areas of town and compares her neighborhood to theirs, just like Darrius.
Many of the youth want to go out and do community wide clean ups, they want neighbors
helping neighbors, or people just taking care of their own property. The youth believe that
community members took more pride in their community and came together then the
community’s environment would start looking cleaner and the youth would be able to take pride
in their community instead of being ashamed of it.
Research Question #2: Underlying Conditions
Lack of Resources from the Government
One of the underlying conditions for the problems in their neighborhood that were listed
above is that many of the youth believe that due to lack of resources from the government, the
community does not get the care that it needs. The youth feel as if they are not a priority when it
comes to the community getting what they need. They feel as if other communities, such as highincome areas get more money and more resources to allow them to have the privilege of having
nicer things in their community. For once they want to be put first. Jordan, in his dialogue
session was asked the question of “What do you think is needed?” He answered “More
resources. Not to sound greedy. But actual resources to escape. Even our parks is dangerous, too,
but even a place that kids can go hang out, and just be themselves, and feel free without having

to be depressed or close himself off so they could keep moving on to life.” Jordan believes that if
there were more available resources in their community, then members would be able to clean
themselves up and the community would be able to look more presentable. In Figure 5, Haley
took this photograph of a yard sign that says, “Stop Bevin, Vote Beshear.” Haley goes on to talk
about how young people need to become more educated in politics, that they should get into
voting and know who they are voting for. She explains how she does not understand the

Figure 5: Photo taken by Haley.

background of either of these individuals, but she wants to focus on who will do more for her
community. The one who will invest in cleaning up her neighborhood and focus on them for
once. Haley also states “But the city just doesn’t invest as much in these areas… when you go
out to like richer areas, there’s a Starbucks. Instead of Family Dollars there’s like, Whole Foods.

But if you come down here, like the nearest restaurants are Long John Silver’s and McDonalds.”
Haley not only wants the area to be taken care of and look nicer, but she also talks about how
they have more fast food places and dollar stores. Haley argued that if she wants something
healthy to eat she has to go into a nicer area of town. All of the youth want the government to
come in and just take a look at what is going on there. They want more funds to go to restoring
parts of their community, such as parks, buildings, restaurants, and even schools. Youth also
want better health care for their community members that way they can clean themselves up
through rehabilitation. The youth believe that if they can get more funds to build up the
community then members would come outside again and work together to help get the job done.
They would want to go to nice parks and restaurants to spend time together. More resources
would not only improve the local environment, but the community as a whole.
Community Coming Together
The youth believed if more people in the community came together and cared for their
neighborhood then their community would be able to become a better environment for everyone.
Throughout the dialogue sessions, the main theme that I saw was that the community played the
biggest role in how things could be fixed. Many youth believed that if members took pride in
their community, just as other communities did, then they would look just as nice as theirs does.
The youth provide a lot of comparisons to the East End and appear to strive to be like them. They
believe the East End communities have pride, that they use trash cans and do not litter, that they
take care of their own yards and help out others in need. While this may be true it also has to do
with the resource statement from above. Haley stated, “And I don't think that it's fair that we
don't take pride in ourselves, don’t take pride in our community to really get out and just clean it
up.” Haley is the only youth who talks about how she thinks it would be a great idea for

community clean ups. If community members came together and picked up trash, painted over
graffiti and fixed broken playground equipment, then it could make some difference on some
people's lives. In Figure 6, Nia, took a photo of a rundown playground that her brother and his
friends used to use. Due to its conditions and how no one has kept up with it, they no longer play
with it. Nia says he now just stays inside. Darrius also talks about the loss of connection between

Figure 6: Photo taken by Nia.

community members. He states “I mean it has it’s times where communities come up, and they’ll
support another, but it’s not really shown daily. Some parts like, make it feel homey, and other
parts make it feel like it’s a dog-eat-dog world, to where it’s just everybody for themselves and
it’s chaos.” Darrius thinks that if the community would support each other then big changes can
be made but if everyone is selfish then chaos begins to happen, and the community begins to

crumble. The main take away I got from these youth is that if the community took more pride in
their community and started working together to build it up then they would start having more
opportunities to have better businesses and more resources to come into their community. If they
continue to not work together though, things will remain the same.
Discussion
This study focused on youths’ perspectives of problems in their neighborhoods. I
reviewed past studies to get an idea of what other youth found problematic in their community
and used that information to connect it into what the youth may or may not find here in
Louisville. This study involved a total of 9 youth from the Mayor’s Implementation Team. We
used the Social Justice Youth Development path to get these youth involved in finding social
injustices that they may see in their community. The way these youth could tell their social
injustice stories is by using the method of Photovoice. Instead of simply listening to the youth
explain the problems, this method allowed us to physically see what the youth view as problems
in their community. After the youth took their pictures, we sat down with each of the youth and
held a dialogue session that included discussion of up to five of their favorite photographs. The
four common themes that I found were: a lack of pride in the community, trash and litter filling
the street, drugs and alcohol and an unkempt environment. The youth believed that with a lack of
pride from the community, it allowed community members to become less connected, lazy and
unaware of the problems around them. The youth stated that trash and litter filled the streets
because the community did not care about their community and instead, they threw their trash
out wherever. The youth said that drugs and alcohol are affecting their community and bringing
them down, that children should not be aware of drug use at such a young age and that it may
lead to violence or even death. The youth believe that an unkempt environment is due to

community members not caring enough to clean up or maintain their yards. In terms of
underlying conditions to the problems in their neighborhood, I identified two themes: (1) the
youth believe that if the government put in more funds and resources to the community then they
will be able to rebuild, and (2), the youth believe that if the community came together and took
more pride in their community then the community would be able to make a change for the
better.
Due to the lack of government assistance and resources, the youth see their neighborhood
crumbling around them. Since there is little funding out in their areas, they have less people to go
out and pick up the trash and litter that fill the streets, to clean up the yards or broken lines of
telephone poles and no one to wash off or paint over the graffiti. Their communites are the last
ones to get remodeled parks or updated schools and restaurants. They are not able to provide
more programs or build a rehabilitation center that is close to their neighborhood to help drug
addicts. Youth see how other neighborhoods are affected and how they thrive when the
government steps in and provides them with the correct resources, the same is deserved for all
the other communities also. Community pride is another need for the community to thrive. If the
government invests money but no one helps with upkeep, then the community will fall back to
the way it was. The lack of pride has caused members to throw their trash out on the streets, to
drink their troubles away and even by letting their house become a disaster. If the community put
forth effort, even without the government's help, by fundraising money, doing community
cleanups, creating their own programs to support addicts, then the community would at least be
showing their pride and be growing closer together as a family, while also cleaning up their
neighborhood.

Social justice plays a huge role in our study. Social justice is the view that no matter who
you are, or where you come from you deserve equal economic, political and social rights and
opportunities. That is what these youth are calling for, they are asking the government to step in
economically, to help the West End just as much as they do the East End. They want equal
opportunities for their community members to get rehabilitation for a healthier lifestyle. The
youth want their parks and streets cleaned up that way more youth can go out and play outside
without having fear of being attacked or shot at. These youth used social justice to show the
government that no matter their race, age, gender, religion or social status, they should be able to
feel safe and happy in their own neighborhood, not scared to go out into it.
There are a couple ways that we can try and fix these problems that the youth have
noticed in their neighborhood. The first way is to make the community and policy makers aware
of the problems that the youth are seeing. In March, during the Youth Violence Prevention
Week, our research team will be taking a box truck that was painted on the outside to look like a
camera, thanks to Mary Carothers, a member of the Arts Department. We will be showcasing the
youth’s photographs with their narrative. We will be driving the box truck around various
locations of Louisville showcasing this exhibit. We will invite the friends and family of the
youth, their teachers, the board of education and other policy makers, like the Mayor. This will
also be open to the public which will be a great way for the community to get a better
understanding of what the youth see as problems. The second thing that many of the youth have
stated is that the government could put more money and more resources towards the community
to help them out. The money could be used to establish new parks, rehabilitation centers, fixing
up the schools, putting in better restaurants and stores that provide more variety of healthier
foods. These are all great ways that the government could assist this community on getting back

on the right track. The third way the youth would like to see change in the community is that the
community become more involved. There would be no point if the government invested money
into the community and the community members still allowed people to graffiti the walls of nice
businesses or trash to fill the new parks. Members would have to come together and take a stand.
They will have to clean up their own yards and help others who are old and/or disabled. They
will need to have community wide clean-ups to fix the damage that has already been done. The
last way we can help solve these issues is by sitting down with the Mayor himself. Since the
youth are already on his Youth Implementation Team, it will be a little easier for the youth to
express their ideas and share solutions with him. This will be a great way because he may have
further suggestions and ideas that he can bring to the table on how he can help out their
communities.
Although there were many great ideas for solutions to these problems, this study did have
its limitations. For one, we only looked at the neighborhood in Louisville's West End. We did not
examine other communities to see if they had the same type of problems or if they had different
problems. The second limitation is that we chose just youth ranging from 16 to 24 from one type
of neighborhood, we did not vary our age range. The youth were all in high school or college,
none were in elementary school, middle school, nor were they adults. Depending on which age
group they fell in this could have changed how they view certain things and how they prioritize
different things. The last thing is that we chose to use the Mayor's Youth Implementation Team,
meaning we had youth who were already willing to participate because they were already
interested in this type of stuff. They already were wanting to change and fix things in Louisville.
We did not choose youth who may not have been already invested in this type of work, who
could have looked at things in a different way.

Conclusion
There are many problems that I specifically hit on in this thesis paper. The main problems
are the problems that the youth are seeing in their neighborhoods, the trash, the drugs and alcohol
and the unkempt environment. But the second problem we are seeing is that we are not asking
youth on what they think should be done. This study not only addresses the problems that the
youth see in their community and allows them to come up with solutions, but it also involves
youth development as they grow as leaders from this experience. This study involved 9 great
youth who wanted to see change. They used the method of Photovoice and went and told their
story with the use of a camera. They identified the problems and they found solutions for those
problems. A couple things to remember, is that one, everyone deserves a voice and an equal
opportunity. Two, the government can step in and reform that community, it may take time and
money, but it is possible and three, if the community can come together then many great things
can happen for that neighborhood.
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